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How to Date a Dead Guy
Back in San Fran, before my career in movies popped, I used to pal around with a really short guy. His name was Tyler and he stood about five foot one, with legs so stumpy he was occasionally mis taken for a midget. My other buddies wondered why I was joined at the hip to someone who came up to my hip. They said we looked lopsided together (I'm 6'2"), warned he would scare off the ladies, encouraged me to blow him off. But Tyler had other qualities that redeemed him?he was puppy-dog friendly, beyond smart?so he eventually became part of the gang that gathered at O'Shea's on Sundays for 49er games. It was cool having a trusty sidekick, which was basically how Tyler positioned himself. His nickname for me was Stud and I did not discourage him.
Tyler and I had grown up in the same working-class part of San Francisco, attended the same Catholic schools, lived in similar bungalows. But we didn't become friends until our mid-twenties, when he started frequenting the video store I managed. Tyler would wander in after work in his suit (he did something involving tenant law), request various episodes of The World at War, and we'd get into discussions of favorite war films. We caught dinner a couple times, but looking at each other over candlelight seemed too girly and date-like, so we developed a routine of hitting the bars. Tyler was great at the research part, tracked the listings for hip new places, always knew where to find parking. For a while we had a decent run. Once he got to talking to a
Tyler never complained?just as he never agonized over his short stature, and just as he only smiled wryly and lifted his drink all those times I sauntered out with a girl on my arm. I had gut-ache about abandoning him, though. At the party to celebrate my new job at Lucasfilm, he sat alone on a barstool, legs dangling barely halfway to the floor. I felt better when he landed a steady girlfriend, Lisa, a nurse with silky blond hair, albeit an aggressively quiet voice and a yoga addict's need to stretch constantly.
I eventually moved to L.A., but I kept Through the door to the living room, I spotted Tyler's girlfriend sit ting in a window seat, conversing face-to-face with another woman.
"Hey Stud," she said in a voice that was either playful or sarcastic. I was staying at the new hot spot south of Market, Hotel Work, a for mer union headquarters that had been given a boutiquey makeover.
I was hoping for networking in the lobby. Lester was surprisingly solicitous when she dropped me off. In my room, I had trouble getting down to business on the eulogy.
I wished Tyler could be there to do it: he was a much better writer.
I called around to some of our old buddies, but Spiegel was staying in with his lady, Evers had tickets to the opera, of all things, and Tommy reprimanded me for not calendaring in advance.
It was after midnight?by which time I'd had three beers in the hotel bar, watched a bad porn movie on pay-per-view, and ordered highfalutin mac-and-cheese from room service, which was still half-eaten and congealing on the unmade bed?when I finally sat down with pen and paper. I knew I needed to break the ice with a joke, figured I make a crack about Tyler's height: he was always rift ing on it himself. Then I should tell some stories about the fun we had together, though tales of picking up chicks were probably out. For a while we sat in silence and there didn't seem to be a priest on hand. Then a guy stood up with a microphone, big old beard, thigh-length cardigan. "Welcome to our house of worship," he said, handing the mike to Lisa.
"Anyone who wants to share a few words about Tyler, feel free," she said, stretching out her arms. I finally understood that when Justin elbowed me and said, "Go for it." "The good news is," I began, "with a short guy like Tyler, you save money on the casket." There were a couple of nervous titters.
Glancing at my notes, I realized it would be silly to praise Tyler's stoicism after what had been said about his emotional openness. "This is cool, to have my own personal driver," I said, as Lester gunned down Divisadero. Peppy punk was blaring, the windows were rolled down. Her outfit was little-girlish but I liked it anyway:
ankle-length floral dress, shiny black shoes.
"As if you're not used to it," she said. that might be a good title?some aspect of our friendship?how about a movie called The Sidekick?
"Come on Tyler, man, talk to me," I said to myself.
All that came to me was a niggling memory of an insignificant night when I was feeling resentful. We'd been at the Oasis, working some big-haired East Bay girls who initially seemed into us but then declared they were looking for something better.
"Don't get me wrong," the willowy one explained. "We usually go home with your type. But tonight we're looking for something a little higher grade." Indignant, I pressed her: "Come on, you're from the suburbs, Of course I felt sorry for him as we licked our wounds with a night cap at his house. But I was also horny and frustrated and hated him for our failure. He didn't stew over the incident, just mixed our drinks and stoically changed into his tiny checked pajamas. He suggested chess and to humor him I complied. I quickly cut a path of carnage through his men and this seemed to make things worse.
It was heart-rending, looking at him in those kids' pajamas, frown ing. But then he checkmated me, and I realized the whole time he'd been setting me up. He had this look on his face, sort of a smirk, but more complicated, like there was so much going on in there, a fierce intelligence, sure, but a fire too, an anger even. "Grief's a motherfucker," one said.
"You don't understand, it's physical pain," I said.
"I'm sure it feels that way," one said.
I wriggled and squirmed some more, but I realized I was being stupid. What was so bad exactly about four people tending to me, showing they cared? I remembered one time when Tyler and I were looking for a new club on a dead-end street near the Bay Bridge and we stumbled into a gay bar by accident. I immediately turned to leave but Tyler said, "No, wait. Maybe we could learn something." He convinced me to grab a beer and observe for a while. We didn't end up gleaning much practical know-how, but it was a new experience. Two guys tried to hit on Tyler, but instead of being embarrassed, he teased me that I wasn't getting any action. I ended up talking to a guy who gave me a good referral for a dentist.
Lying there in the Memorial Garden, it hit me, now that Tyler was gone, who was going to tell me, "No, wait"? The four guys released me from their grip, as if by pre-arranged signal.
"He seems to be through it," one said. "OK, dude, that's all you get," the guy said, and we headed out onto Folsom together. Back in civilization, I was less comfortable in his presence. I wondered how I was going to separate from him and decided I'd duck back into the Zebra Lounge. We passed into its sonic shadow and I said, "Well, this is my stop." "Maybe I'll join you," he said. "Could be educational." I started to say, "No thanks." "OK, that'd be cool," I said. We steered through the crowd and found a spot next to a leopard-skin column and I bought Vinnie, that was his name, a Jim Beam and soda. I couldn't believe how much attention we were getting. Women kept looking over and smiling. A nice-looking woman with pigtails and a sunburst tattoo gave a little wave. At that moment I got the idea for my next movie. It's going to be a remake o? Cyrano, but Cyrano's handsome friend will be gay. Cyrano and his friend will be roommates, actually, like a gay-straight ver sion of the Odd Couple, sleeping in matching double beds. They'll review the day's events as they brush their teeth in tandem?like 
